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"Tltere

is

probably no subject of more importance to monkind than education. "
The Montana Post, November 26, 1864

In 2005, the Supreme Court of Montana presented
its final and unanimous opinion in the case of Columbia
Falls Elem. School Dist. No. 6 v. State. It confirmed the
earlier ruling of a District Court judge, who had agreed
with the plaintiffs that the State of Montana had "acted unconstitutionally in administering and funding Montana's
constitutionally-mandated public school system."2 The
plaintiffs - a coalition of school districts, state educational

associations, and parents of schoolchildren - based their
case on Article 10 of Montana's 1972 Constitution, which
established that "the legislature shall provide a basic system
of free quality public elementary and secondary schools....
It shall fund and distribute in an equitable manner to the
school districts the state's share of the cost of the basic elementary and secondary school system."3

Nearly a year after the initial ruling in District
Court, this definitive answer by the Supreme Court to the

State's appeal forced the Montana legislature to reconsider
its past efforts at funding education and to come up with a
new plan that would satisff the requirements of the Constitution. As the Billings Gazette observed, "The Court... essentially told the Legislature to define the components of a
basic system of quality education, and then link these components to an educationally relevant school funding formu1a."4 A public coalition thus forced the state to acknowl-

Columbia Falls Elem. Sch. Dist. 6 v. State,326 Mont.304,
109 P.3d zst (200s).
Constitution of Montana, Article X, Section l(3).
'
4
Allison Farrell, "High court: Ed system'deficient,"' Billings
Gazette, March 23, 2005.

'
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edge problems in its educational system and to work towards fixing them.
This public interest in education in Montana is not a
recent phenomenon. Sixty years before the Columbia Falls
case, the journalist and historian Joseph Kinsey Howard
said, "We must recognize the fact that education in Montana must have wider public support than in most other
states or, we will have no education." He pointed out that
Montana had few private schools "to help carry the load"
and that the state's sparse population resulted in higher
costs for education.s Howard's observation was as true in
2005 as in 1945, and it applies just as well to Montana's
territorial period, from 1864 to 1889.
By 1889, when Montana gained statehood, there
was already an established and quickly growing system of
public schools. Historians have emphasized the role of
govemment legislation in the establishment and development of these early schools, but public involvement was
vital to Montana's schools from the beginning.6 Of course,
the government's role was itself an extension of the public,
through the election and appointment of Federal and territorial officials. Still, direct public support was necessary to
sustain and grow the public school system in Montana's
territorial years.
This support was encouraged by editors, educators,
politicians, and others whose words survive in the written
record of newspapers, legislative journals, and official
school reports. These writers and speakers used rhetoric

t

Joseph Kinsey Howard, "On Montana Education," An
address to the Missoula County Educational Council, November 14,

1945.

u

,.g. John Francis Sasek, "The Development of Public
Secondary Education in Montana Prior to 1920" (M.A.thesis, Montana
State University, 1938), 42: "lt is sufficient to notice in the brief
treatment of common school legislation during the territorial period that
the growth and development of the territorial schools was primarily
dependent upon laws enacted during these early years of our history."
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that strongly promoted the general value of education and
especially the necessity of a public school system to the
formation of prosperous, respectable, and permanent communities in Montana.
St. Ignatius
The first tentative step towards public education in
Montana came with the Treaty of Hell Gate in 1855, at a
time when western Montana was still a part of Washington
Territory. This agreement between Native American tribes
and the U.S. Government included the following clause:
The United States further agree to establish
at suitable points within said reservation,
within one year after the ratification hereof,
an agricultural and industrial school, erecting the necessary buildings, keeping the
same in repair, and providing it with furnifure, books and stationery, to be located at
the agency, and to be free to the children of
the said tribes, and to employ a suitable instructor or instructors.T

The federal government arranged that this school would be
taught by the Jesuits of the St. Ignatius Mission and supported by government funding. Father Hoecken, who established the first school at St. Ignatius the next year, was present at the signing of the treaty.s
Clearly, the school at St. Ignatius did not constitute
a "public school" according to later standards. Run by religious leaders, the school's curriculum included Catholic
doctrine alongside vocational lessons and more traditional

7

t'Treaty between the United States and the Flathead,
Kootenay, and Upper Pend d'Oreilles Indians," The Statutes at Large,
Treaties, and Proclamstions of the United States of America, vol. XII
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1863), 977 , Article 5.
*
L.B. Palladino,Indian and White in the Northwesl (Lancaster,
PA: Wickersham Publishing Company, 1922) 96.
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subjects like grammar and music. Nonetheless, the school
was created by the public, via a govemment treaty, and its
maintenance ultimately proved to be dependent on direct
public support.
The Hell Gate Treaty was not an issue of national
referendum, directly approved by the American voters, but
it still had to be created, negotiated and signed by territorial
officials and approved by the Senate and the President.
Thus American voters were tied to the treaty through their
elected leaders. President Franklin Pierce had appointed
Isaac Stevens, the Governor and Superintendent of Indian
Affairs in Washington Territory, who oversaw the treaty
o
negotiations.' The U.S. Senate then ratified the treaty and
President James Buchanan signed it into effect. Through
this approval by their elected representatives, the American
people had laid the legal foundation for a school in St. Ignatius and guaranteed it their continued financial support.
Despite the treaty, the federal govemment was inconsistent in providing funding for the school, and at times,
more direct means of public support were required, without
which the school simply could not have survived. The first
attempt to start the school in 1856 by Father Hoecken was
short-lived, due to personnel limitations and a complete
lack of the promised government funding. 'o No fuither attempts to open the school were possible until 1864, when
some Sisters of Providence traveled from Montreal to teach
at St. Ignatius." Gorernment funding seems to have helped
at this time, but the sources are not entirely clear.lz Regard-

n

Edmond S. Meany, Governors of Washtngton: Teruitorial and

State (Seattle: University of Washington Department of Printing, 1915)
5-6.
r0
Palladino, 97; Rev. William L. Davis, A History of St.
Ignatius Mission (Spokane, WA: C.W. Hill Printing Co., 1954),31,33,
31.

11
t2

Palladino, 138.
Davis writes, at first, only that "By 1863...conditions at the
mission were more likely to favor success of a school for the
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less, consistent federal funding did not begin until 1874.13
It increased in 1878 and 1890 before being reduced in 1896
and then entirely cut off in 1901.10 To focus on the territorial period, the significance is that while no federal government funding was forthcoming throughout that period
between 1864 and 1874, the Mission yet maintained a successful boarding school for girls and a somewhat less successful day school for boys. To do so, however, the Sisters
had to resort to asking for charity, and ultimately, it was the
regional, public support of Montanans that kept the school
alive. In the words of one historian, "The begging party
went from one mining camp to another, throughout the
whole Territory, the good-hearted pioneers responding
generously to the appeal. This soliciting went on for several
years.... Had it not been for this, the school would have
had to be closed."l5
Thus the St. Ignatius School was first publicly established and later publicly maintained through national
government policy and also through local generosity. The
school at St. Ignatius certainly differed from later public
schools in Montana: it had a direct mandate from the federal government, was taught by Catholic religious leaders,
and was run specifically for the instruction of Native
American children. Still, motivation for public support of
the school surely paralleled that of the public schools to
come. Like later public schools, the school at St. Ignatius
was a symbol of the presumed permanence and potential
prosperity of a new community, and its supporters demonchildren. .:' (37), and later explains that "they received in the beginning
not a penny from the federal government" (39). Palladino writes first
that the Mission supported the new school "entirely at its own expense"
(97), but later that "a subsidy of $1,800 toward the education of Indian
children had been received from the Government in 1863-4..." (158).
13
Palladino, 158.

t4
rs

Davis,57.
Palladino, 146.
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strated an interest in strengthening and maintaining that
community.
A School System for Montana
The federal government did not always fulfill the
obligations of the Hell Gate Treaty in regard to the St. Ignatius School; it also provided little financial or even legal
support to the earliest public schools in the Montana territory. As at St. Ignatius, these schools ultimately relied on
the direct public support of Montana's new communities.
The one provision that the federal government did
make for education in Montana appeared in the Organic
Act, the 1864 law that officially created the Territory of
Montana.'u Amidst many pages of explanations of the various territorial offices and their responsibilities, the Act
gave the issue of education only a single paragraph, stating
that two sections in each township would be set aside for
the use of the schools.l' There was no additional instruction
or guidance for the establishment of the territory's school
system, and the land endowment itself proved to be of little
benefit to Montana's schools throughout the territorial period.
Given that news did not travel quickly across the
continent in 1864, it was some time before Montana's settlers were even aware of the Organic Act's provisions. A1though Congress had passed the act on May 26, The Montana Post, Montana's first newspaper, did not begin publication and distribution until August 27 , and it was on September 3, over three months after the Act's passage through
Congress, that Montanans finally were able to read, in the
Post's second issue, an early draft of Montana's founding

16

"An Act to provide

temporary Government for the Territory
of Montana," The Statutes at Large, Treaties, and Proclamations of the
tlnited States of America,vol. XIII (Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1866) 85-92.
t7
"An Act to provide a temporary Government," 91, sec. 14.
a
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document, including the section on school lands.ls Regardless of the delay, at this time no organized public school
system yet existed that might have been able to benefit
from the land endowment.le
The Organic Act was of some limited help in the
push for Montana's first school law.20 In his December 19,
1864 address to the first territorial legislature, Governor
Sidney Edgerton spoke highly of the Organic Act's provisions as he encouraged the legislature to establish a public
school system: "With proper care these lands will furnish a
rich endowment for our cortmon schools, placing them on
a sure and permanent basis."2l Still, he admitted that "these
lands are not now available, and it may be years before we
can real ize any considerable advantage from them."22 If
anything, Edgerton understated the dilemma, as the setaside lands proved useless to school funding throughout the
territorial period, prompting one historian to write, in regards to the Organic Act, "Thus the schools received no
more benefit from the law which was inoperative than if it
never existed."23 He cites complications with the territory's
inability to sell the school lands for gain, the fact that the

r8

The Montana Post, September 3, 1864, Virginia City. This

was the early House of Representatives draft of the Act, not the final
text approved by both houses. The telling distinction is in Section 5, in
the wording concerning those eligible to vote in the first election of the
territorial legislature.
re
Schools had been in session as early as 1861 at Fort Owen,
and at Bannack, Nevada City, and Virginia City starting in 1863, but
these were independent, privately-funded ventures (Sasek, 16-20).
20
i.e. Council BillNo. 38, "An Act establishing a Common
School System for the Territory of Montana," was signed into law on
February 7, 1865.
2t
Montana Legislative Assembly, House Journal,l't sess.,

t864-t865,22.

22
23

House

Journal,ltt

sess., 22.

Emmet J. Riley, Development of the Montana State
Educational Organization 1864-1930 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America,1931), 41.
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schools did not benefit from the mineral wealth of the land,
and the territorial legislature's unanswered appeals to Congress for a more effective system of fundi ng.'o
The funding for Montana's territorial schools thus
relied on the people of the territory itself. As late as 1886,
twenty-four years after Edgerton's address, "practically the
entire support of the schools of the territory was derived
through direct taxation, each county supporting its own
schools."25 Forhrnately for the schools, the people of Montana accepted this responsibility. "It remained the difficult
task of generally enthusiastic people, scattered in few and
sparsely-settled communities, to keep the spark of public
education alive in the territory. The general attitude of the
people was to willingly pay the taxes that were levied."26
Still, in those few instances in which additional taxes necessary to the schools were voted down, some schools had to
close.27

Despite these struggles, Montana's school system
grew impressively over the territorial period. New public
schools were established and older private schools were
integrated into the system, relying at times partially on public funding and partially on tuition.'* Ir, 1868, three years
after the school system was established, there were fifteen
schools in the territory. Four years later that number had
more than tripled to fifty-one. Public schools numbered
over one hundred at the start of the 1880s, and in 1889, the
year Montana became a state, there were a reported 419
schools.2e This drastic growth certainly was due in large
part to the rapidly increasing population of Montana, but it
24

Riley,4l-43.

25

Riley,43.

26

Sasek, 32 (emphasis added).

)1
28
29

Riley,44.
Sasek, 45.

Harriet Miller, Early Schools in Montana (Helena:
Department of Public Instruction , 1964),9.

90

The Honors Review

also would not have been possible, especially given the
funding problems, without the support of Montanans.
The Rhetoric of Support
Now that the importance of public support to Montana's territorial schools is clear, the exact motivation for
this support remains to be discussed. One way to determine
this motivation is to read the words of those who spoke and
wrote in support of education in the public sphere during
the territorial period. Such words were not necessarily expressions of the public at large, but they were addressed to
the public by political and educational leaders. The rhetoric
of these leaders would probably have reflected some public
sentiment but also would have helped to shape it. Examining the claims about education that were presented to the
public during the territorial period should reveal some key
ideas that motivated public support for schools.
Naturally, this is a subjective analysis and has some
limitations. It does not aim to detail every possible argument in favor of public education or gauge each argument's
relative importance. Rather, it seeks, given the sources
available, to identifu some major themes that were present
in exhortations and discussion of public support in territorial Montana. One theme that consistently appears throughout many sources was the idea that public schools were essential to the work of building strong and lasting communities in Montana.
The Montana Posl is one of the best sources of
rhetoric concerning education. In its first year of publication, many of the weekly issues included an editorial or
short article commenting on some aspect of the importance
of education and the need for a public school system in
Montana. This inclusion is not particularly surprising given
that Professor Thomas Dimsdale, who opened the first
school in Virginia City in 1863, was the Post's editor starting with its founh issue (September 17,1864) and had ac-
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tually been writing articles for the paper since the first issue.ru It is difficult to say whether every article on education was penned by Dimsdale, because the articles were not
signed and because he was not even credited as the editor
until July 1865.31 Aho, some articles contained direct
praise for Dimsdale and his school, an awkward bit of vanity, if indeed they were all written by Dimsdale himself.
Nonetheless, the pages of the Post were rich in eloquent
support of education, and they comprise the majority of the
sources examined herein.

It is also good to note, lest one think that the Post
might have been an isolated, opinionated voice ignored by
the people of Montana, that it had 9,000 subscribers in its
first two years.32 Moreover, once additional papers began
printing to compete with the Post, it still flourished, outselling the Montana Democrar (its rival paper in Virginia
City), the Montana Radiator, and the Roclqt Mountain Gazette combined (the latter two were both printed in Helena).33 With such a strong subscription base, the Post's
editorials surely had at least some influence on public opinion.

The first point that had to be established in arguing
for public education was that education was indeed a pub-

30

Robert J. Goligoski, "Thomas J. Dimsdale: Montana's First

Newspaper Editor" (M.A. thesis, Montana State University, 1965),7

3r
32

Gofigoski,

.

18.

That is, 1864-1866. This can't be compared with an exactly
contemporary population figure for the whole territory. The first census
data available for Montana's population is from 1870, when 20,595
residents were reported. Assuming little or no decline in population
between 1864 and 1870, it can be assumed that The Montana Post
reached roughly half of Montana's residents. (U.S. Census Bureau,
"Resident Population and Apportionment of the U.S. House of
Representatives,"
<http ://www. census. gov/dmd/wwdresapport/states/montana.pdf),
acccessed 30 March 2010.)

33

GoHgoski, 19.
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lic. The Post made this argument quite clearly in its first
edition with Dimsdale as editor: "Now, our notion is, that
teaching is nowhere a private affair; 1t. is a burden that
should b. .q.rully on all our shoulders."34 In the address to
Montana's territorial legislature quoted earlier, Sidney
Edgerton explained his similar belief: "Children are in one
sense, the property of the public, and it is one of the highest
and most solemn duties of the State to furnish ample provision for their education."3s The Pos t and Edgerton both argued that the public and the State had a fundamental obligation to support education, based on the very nature of
teaching and of children.
Appeals to the audience's ego and to the spirit of
patriotism were also used to encourage support: "Anything
so truly American as an education for the young, irrespective of party, creed, or profession, should command the
support of atl good me!n.. . [my emphasis]."3u Governor
James Tufts, in an address to the fifth territorial legislature,
requesting revision of the school law, said that "constant
improvement in the Common School system is the surest
evidence a people can afford of their progress _in the refinements aid ilegancies of tife [my emphasis]."37 Another
Post editorial stated,
There can be no surer test of the character
and standing of a citizen than is afforded by
the energetic and practical support, which he
gives to all measures having for their object
the enlightenment of the people; while on
the other hand, no more certain index of instability and worthlessness can be found,

34
35
36
37

"Education," Montana Post, September 17, 1864.
House

Journal,l't

sess., 22.

"School," Montana Post, August 27,1864.

Montana Legislative Assembly, House Journal,5th sess.,
1868-1869,19.
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than apathy and indifference to matters of
such vital importance [my emphasis]."
Supporters of education, then, were refined and elegant,
possessed character and standing, and were good patriots,
too. Though not explicit in these excerpts, themes of community are certainly present. The emphasis on good citizenship, in particular, is indicative of the value placed on
an individual's role in the national and local community.
A related argument maintained that schools produced educated citizens, educated citizens became educated
voters, and ideally, educated voters made good decisions at
the polling booth and actively participated in democracy,
holding the government accountable to the people. The
Montana Post's first issue stated that "[the nation's] institutions can flourish only among an enlightened people."3e
The September 10 issue elaborates: "Knowledge is power;
and... power lodged in its only appropriate place [is in] the
hands of the people. To maintain it there and to provide for
its enlightened exercise is as once our duty and our reward."4o Edgerton promotes this idea as well, warning prophetically of anarchy if education is not provided for:
In a free government like ours, where public
measures are submitted to the judgment of
the people, it is of the highest importance
that the people should be so educated as to
understand the bearing of public measures.
A self-ruling people must be an educated
people, or prejudice and passion will assume
the power, and anarchy will soon usurp the
authority of the government.ar

38
39
40

4l

"Educatiorr," Montana Post, September 10, 1864.
Montana Post, August 27,1864.
Montana Post, September 10, 1864.
House Journalr ltt sess., 22.
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Not every argument was expressed in idealistic
terms; the practical aspects of education were also emphasized in a number of arguments, which all ultimately maintained that schools were a great benefit to the community.
Keeping children out of trouble was frequently used to justiff support of schools. The patriotism argument is associated with taking care of children in one example: "Above
all things, every lover of his country and of children should
use his influence to keep the rising generation out of the
streets, which is a bad school and send them where there is
a good one." This same article suggests that children be
sent to Professor Dimsdale's school, "a place where their
moral and intellectual progress will be cared for. . .."42 A
few months later, the Post writes, "Those who are allowed
to find an education in the streets - what are they? They are
thoroughly instructed in the service of sin, and sooner or
later receive its reward.'/3 Yet another editorial that year
reiterates the idea, this time prompted by actual observation:
We are sorry to say, that we have noticed of
late, quite a number of boys on our streets,
seemingly belonging to no place, doing
nothing in day time, and frequenting some
of the Hurdy-Gurdy dance houses at night.
They drink, they smoke, and they swear;
have money and spend it freely, but it remains a mystery to us where they get it.
Now we would suggest to those that have
charge of these youngsters, to look after
them - give them some employment - send
them to school, or devise some plan to furn
them from the path of vice, and avoid the

42
43

"Education," Montana Post,September 17, 1864.
"Education," Montana Post, November 26,1864.
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miserable end that inevitably follows an illspent youth [my emphasis].aa
Governor Edgerton also brought up this theme in his address, adding a cost-benefit argument: "It has been well
said by a distinguished jurist that it is cheaper to educate
the boy than to punish the man, and if the education of the
boy is neglected, the punishment of the man may become a
necessity, for crime and ignorance go hand in hand."45
Clearly, this was felt to be an issue of some importance, to
warrant so many reminders. It is notable that there was a
two-fold purpose here. First, getting children out of the
streets served to clean up the atmosphere of a town. Young
boys smoking, drinking, and swearing in the streets did not
make for attractive sights to any potential visitors. There
was also mention of concern for the children's future, with
the implication that spending too much time out on the
streets led to a life of crime and vice. This idea is important
because the children's future was synonymous with the future of each community, for the wealth and potential of
Montana would be their inheritance. What supporters of
education hoped for was that "the riches our children will
inherit will fall into hands fitted to receive them, and to apply them intelligently for their own good and the welfare of
the lands of their birth.'/6 Schools were the path to such an
ideal future.
Encouragement for public schools was also influenced by the belief that schools would help to attract more
settlers, specifically wise, upstanding settlers of good character - much like the descriptions of education advocates
above - who would add still more to the potential of Montana's future. This theme was a constant throughout the
rhetoric, but it is also clear that it was more than rhetoric.
44

"Juvenile Jailbirds," Montana Post, December 3,1864.

45

House

46

Montana Post, September 9, 1865.

Journal,l't

sess., 22.
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Advertisers, as well as politicians and editors, acknowledged the importance of schools to new settlers by placing
education prominently in literature advertising land and
homes in Montana.
"Nothing will tempt a wise man to permanent residence more than good education for his children," read the
third issue of the Post.aT A.M.S. Carpenter, the Superintendent of Public Instruction under Thomas Francis Meagher,
elaborated on this conviction in his 1867 Report:
Let it be known that we have now, in our infancy, provided amply for the education of
the young in our Territory, and hundreds of
families will annually swell the list of those
who come to Montana for a permanent
home; and very many of these men who are
now among us for a temporary sojourn, only
to acquire a fortune from our golden mountain, will bring hither their wives and little
ones, now remaining at home under the old
roof-tree, and will people our beautiful valleys and build up our towns and villages.
What every lover of Montana wants today
is, that a class of emigrants who desire
above all things that their children shall be
educated, may be induced to settle among
us. Those men who never inquire, may be
induced, "Can my children have there the
advantage of good schools?" when determining where they shall find a home, are not
the men who build up great States. It is the
part of wise men, looking only to personal
interests even, that we now take such action
as shall insure a rapid and healthy growth
for our territory; and no one thing, not even
47

"Education," Montana Post, September 10, 1864.
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a positive assurance, that our

mountains
were solid gold, can so effectually secure
this much to be desired end as the establishing of a thorough, fa, reaching and complete system of free schools [my emphasis].48

Governor Tufts expressed like sentiments in his 1868 address to the legislafure: "No stronger inducement to the
early settlement of our Territory can be offered to people of
culfure and enterprise, than a thorough and well-arranged
system of common schools."4e
The Weekly Missoulian occasionally ran a column
called "Our Bitter Root Letter" from a "regular correspondent" in that valley. In the first issue, this correspondent
was encouraging readers to take advantage of bargainpriced farmland in the Bitter Root Valley. In doing so, he
deliberately mentioned, "'We have an excellent school in
this District, our Directors having been fortunate in securing a good teacher...and quite an interest has been awakened in educational matters."So
Montana education later met a national audience in
advertising for homestead land by the Northern Pacific and
other railroads. Surviving advertisements are from the early
twentieth century, after Montana had akeady become a
state, but they show that what started as a rather hypothetical and informal advertising campaign in the territorial period, had endured and gained significance, especially with
the coming of the railroads and the opening of homestead
lands by the government. One pamphlet, put out by the

48

A.M.S. Carpenter, "Report of the Superintendent of Public
Instruction, November 1867," (Virginia City: Department of Public
Instruction, 1867), quoted in Riley 13-14.
4e
House Journal,S'h sess., 1868-1869, 19.
s0
"Our Bitter Root Letter," Weekty Missoulian, February 28,
I873, Missoula, MT.
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Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul Railway, praised the
schools of Fergus County in central Montana, where hundreds of thousands of acres would soon be opened to homesteaders:

In the matter of education, Fergus County
ranks with much older settled sections in the
Central States. For every community con-

taining ten or more children there is a
school. Lewistown and Moore have high
schools, and graded schools are maintained
in most of the other towns. Adequate salaries paid to teachers ensures [sic] the employment of good talent, and homesteaders
are assured of proper educational opportunities for their children.sl

In a pamphlet advertising land on the Flathead Indian Reservation, Professor M.J. Elrod told his readers, "Prospective settlers will be pleased to know that there are already
in or near the resenration good private and public schools,
where the best educational advantages may be had."" Montana Homesteads in Three Years, a pamphlet for the Great
Northern Railway also made mention of the extensive educational opportunities in Montana.S'
Sig Mickelson analyzed the advertisements of the
Northern Pacific Railway in his book The Northern Pacific
Railroad and the Selling of the West. He writes, "The urge
to own land probably ranked ahead of all other factors

sl

The Chicago Milwaukee and St. Paul Railway, Government
Land Opening: 300,000 Acres in Fergus County, Montana (Chicago:
Hillison & Etten Co., 1915), 11.
s2
Professor M.J. Elrod, (Jncle Sam Will Give You a Home - in
the Flathead Indian Reservation. (No publisher or publication date is
indicated, but based on the content, it would have been printed in 1909
or soon afterwards.)
53
E.C. Leedy, Montana Homesteads in Three Years (St. Paul,
MN: Great Northern Railway, 1913), 1.
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[causing migration], but land ownership was not enough. It
was necessary that the land should be inexpensive and soil
good, that there should be educational opportunities for the
children and religious opportunities for the whole family."'o He goes on in further consideration of factors moti-

vating migration to the West by statistical analysis of
Northern Pacific advertisements, grouping educational and
religious opportunities together as one category second
only to economic factors in attracting settlers.s' "There
were no articles found that devoted themselves entirely to
pointing up this factor, but reference to religious and educational facilities were made in many of the advertising circulars, advertisements, and newspaper stories...."56 In fact, the
value of churches and schools was so recognized by the
Northern Pacific that it donated land to communities in the
Northwest specifically for the buildings of these institutions.sT

Although Carpenter and Tufts may have exaggerated slightly the draw that Montana's public schools would
have on settlers - "no one thing, not even a positive assur-

ance, that our mountains were solid gold, can so effecfually
secure this much" and "no stronger inducement... can be

offered"

-, it is still clear that schools

were an important
element in attracting more settlers westward, thereby contributing to the continuing growth and prosperity of communities in Montana.
Conclusions
Democracy, prosperity, lasting and growing communities, and morally and intellectually sound citizens.
These were the potential products of Montana's territorial

54

Sig Mickelson, The Northern Pacific Railroad and the Selling of the West [Sioux Falls, SD: The Center for Western Studies,
Augustana College, 1993), 95.

55
56
57

Mickelson, 109.
Mickelson, 108.
Mickelson, 108.

100

The Honors Review

schools - all in all, a very bright future and sound reasons
for supporting education in the territory. The future would,
in fact, bring many changes to Montana's school system.
As a state, Montana was required by the federal government and by its own Constitution to maintain a system of
free public schools, thus ensuring the future of education in
Montana, after a territorial period in which that future was
not always guaranteed. Public support would continue to be
instrumental to the success of Montana's schools, as Joseph
Kinsey Howard reminded us, and Montana's constifutional
guarantee of education would prove to be a useful tool in
the public's attempts to ensure that schools received adequate funding to provide a quality education, as the Columbia Falls case demonstrated.
The object of this paper has not been to claim that
public support of education was a constant, powerful force
in territorial Montana. There were certainly periods of both
strong and poor public support, just as there were moments
when legislative support was very effective and moments
when it was completely lacking.'o Rather, the intent has
been to show that Montana's early schools in general relied
on public support for their establishment and maintenance,
and that direct support was especially vital to their continued survival at times when the provisions of the federal
govemment failed to provide sufficient support. The reasoning behind this support can be determined to a great extent by examining the sources that promoted and encouraged education, and the predominant motivating theme was
that schools were an vital part in the development of Montana's new communities.
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